NATIONAL 
COMMISSION 
on ADULT LITERACY 



POLICY BRIEF 



ADULT EDUCATION AND POSTSECONDARY SUCCESS 



Prepared for the National Commission on Adult Literacy 



by Stephen Reder 

University Professor and Chair, Department of 
of Applied Linguistics, Portland State University; and 
National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy 



September 4, 2007 
(rev. 10-8-07) 



FOREWORD 



This Policy Brief by Stephen Reder was developed for the August 20 th meeting of the 
National Commission on Adult Literacy. While its publication does not necessarily 
reflect conclusions of the Commission, we are pleased to make it available as a public 
service. 

Other materials developed for the August 20th meeting will be made available in the near 
future: a Policy Brief by senior researcher Julie Strawn of the Center for Law and Social 
Policy ( Policies to Promote Adult Education and Postsecondary Alignment)', a Policy 
Brief by education consultant James Parker ( Workplace Education: Twenty State 
Perspectives)', and a special perspectives paper developed by Tony Peyton of the 
National Center for Family Literacy ( Family Literacy in Adult Education: The Federal 
and State Support Role). 

A current listing of commissioners and honorary commissioners of the National 
Commission on Adult Literacy is given on the next page. 



The Commission is managed by the Council for Advancement of Adult Literacy (1221 Avenue of the 
Americas - 46 th Floor, New York, NY 10020, gspangenberg@caalusa.org . Commission study director 
Cheryl King operates from a CAAL office in Kentucky (National Commission on Adult Literacy, c/o 
Council for Advancement of Adult Literacy, 115 East 2 nd Street, Suite 310, Owensboro, KY 42303, 
cherylking@caalusa.org ). The Commission’s principle funders to date are The Dollar General Corporation, 
Harold W. McGraw, Jr., and The McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc. 

This publication may be used with attribution. It is available at the Commission’s website, 
www.nationalcommissiononadultliteracy.org , at no cost or may be purchased in bound form directly from 
CAAL ($25 plus postage, for ordering instructions bheitner@caalusa.org ). 

Published and copyrighted © by the Council for Advancement of Adult Literacy. 
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NATIONAL COMMISSION ON ADULT LITERACY 



David Her e President and Interim CEO, Dollar General Corporation (Commission Chair). 

Morton Bahr - President Emeritus, Communications Workers of America. 

Hon. Gerald Baliles - Director, The Miller Center of Public Affairs, University of Virginia; former 
governor of Virginia. 

Bob Biekerton - Senior Associate Commissioner of Education for the Commonwealth of Massachusetts; 
Past President National Council of State Directors of Adult Basic Education. 

Sherrie Claiborne - Chair, Public Policy, Commission on Adult Basic Education (COABE), and past 
president; COABE representative to and president of National Coalition for Literacy. 

Marion Crain - Director, Center on Poverty, Work, and Opportunity, University of North Carolina. 

John Comings - Director, National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy, Graduate School 
of Education, Harvard University. 

Sharon Darling - President and Founder, National Center for Family Literacy. 

Samuel Halperin - Senior Fellow & Founder, American Youth Policy Forum and Institute for 
Educational Leadership; Director of William T. Grant Foundation studies of non-college-bound youth, 

“The Forgotten Half.” 

Paul Harrington - President and CEO, Reebok International, Ltd. 

George Kessinger - President and CEO, Goodwill Industries International, Inc. 

Cheryl King - Study Director, National Commission on Adult Literacy 

Bridget Lamont - Vice Chair, U.S. National Commission on Libraries and Information Science; Past Chair 
and current member, Illinois Educational Labor Relations Board. 

Hon. Ray Marshall - Rapoport Centennial Chair in Economics and Public Affairs, University 
of Texas (Austin); U.S. Secretary of Labor (Carter)); Member, National Skills Standards Board and 
Advisory Commission on Labor Diplomacy (Clinton); Co-chair, Commission on Skills of the American 
Workforce and of Commission on Skills of the American Workforce in a Global Economy. 

Gail Mellow - President, LaGuardia Community College; On many national higher education boards and 
commissions; Gubernatorial appointee to New Jersey State Employment and Training Commission; 
Member, New Jersey Commission on Higher Education and Technology. 

Owen Modeland - President, Correctional Education Association (incoming); Superintendent of Schools, 
Oklahoma Department of Corrections. 

Mark Musick - James Quillen Chair, East Tennessee State University; President Emeritus, Southern 
Regional Education Board (SREB); Chaired Board of National Assessment of Educational Progress under 
three presidents. 



Karen Narasakj - President, Asian American Justice Center; Vice Chair Leadership Conference on Civil 
Rights; Vice President of Coalition for Comprehensive Immigration Reform; Recipient of award of the 
Chair of the Congressional Black Caucus. 



Juan Olivarez - President, Grand Rapids Community College; member, Board of National Institute for 
Literacy, Member Kent and Allegan (MI) Workforce Development Boards; Gov. Jennifer Granham 
appointee to Cherry Commission of Higher Education and Economic Growth. 

Cam Preus-Bralv - Commissioner, Oregon Department of Community Colleges and Workforce 
Development; President, National Council on State Directors of Community Colleges; Chair-elect Western 
Interstate Commission on Higher Education. 

Hon. Tom Sawyer - Former member, U.S. House of Representatives (OH); Author, National Literacy Act 
of 1991; Former Mayor, Akron, OH; Extensive Congressional role in tracking U.S. and world demographic 
trends and applying them to policy and program purposes. 

Hon. George M. Staples - Director General of U.S. Foreign Service and Assistant Secretary for Human 
Resources, U.S. Department of State; Former political advisor to the Supreme Allied Commander Europe 
(SACEUR) at NATO in Belgium; Former U.S. ambassador to many countries. 

Gail Spangenberg - President and Founder, Council for Advancement of Adult Literacy; Former 
Operating Head, Business Council for Effective Literacy. 

Andrew Sum - Professor of Labor Economics, Director of Center for Labor Market Studies, Northeastern 
University; National leader in labor market research related to adult literacy. 

Robert Wedgeworth - President & CEO, ProLiteracy Worldwide; Former President, American Library 
Association; A leader in creating the National Coalition for Literacy in its original form. 

William White - President and Chairman, Charles Stewart Mott Foundation; Leads Mott’s pioneering 
work in community education. Member, President Ronald Reagan’s Task Force on Private Sector 
Initiatives; Observer, Carter Center’s Delegation to the Palestinian Elections. 

HONORARY COMMISSIONERS 



David Baldacci - Author of 13 best-selling novels, translated into 38 languages and sold in more than 80 
countries; Playwright; National ambassador for various charities, including the Barbara Bush Foundation 
for Family Literacy; Lawyer, trial and corporate law. 

Alfredo G. de los Santos. Jr. - Distinguished Professor, Hispanic Research Center, Arizona State 
University; Recipient, Harold W. McGraw, Jr. Prize in Education; Board Member, Carnegie Foundation for 
Advancement of Teaching. 

Hon. Ruth Ann Minner - Governor, State of Delaware. 

David A. Perdue - former Chairman and CEO, Dollar General Corporation. 

Hon. Richard Riley - Partner, Nelson, Mullins, Riley, and Scarborough; former Secretary of Education 
(Clinton Administration); Former Governor, South Carolina; Recipient Harold W. McGraw Jr. Education 
Prize for national leadership. 
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A. ABSTRACT 

This Policy Brief takes a first look at a newly identified national population of GED 
holders, who are compared with their counterparts who received a high school diploma as 
well as with their counterparts who have no high school credential. The focus of these 
comparisons is on long-term postsecondary education outcomes. Because these 
postsecondary outcomes are vital for the economic well-being of individuals and society, 
the Brief considers carefully the role that adult literacy development plays in 
postsecondary education, not only for GED holders, but for those with high school 
diplomas and those without any secondary credentials at all. Far too many individuals in 
all three groups are shown to lack the skills needed to succeed in postsecondary education. 
These findings indicate that our adult education system needs to be substantially 
expanded and restructured, not only to increase the number of individuals it serves, but 
also to raise the skill levels of students well above the passing level of the GED if they 
wish to succeed in postsecondary education. 

The Brief identifies other important barriers besides academic skills that need to be 
addressed in order to increase substantially the number of students obtaining college 
degrees. There is a surprisingly large unserved target population of adults who already 
have the basic skills needed for success in postsecondary education but face many of 
these other barriers to college entry and completion. Arguing for a broadened and 
restructured adult education system, the Brief suggests segmenting the target population 
for adult education into three groups: 

• adults without secondary credentials needing improved basic skills to pass the 
GED, essentially the current target population for adult education 

• adults with or without secondary credentials needing improved basic skills to 
complete a 2-year college degree 

• adults who already have the necessary basic skills to complete a 2-year college 
degree but may need other skills or persistence supports to succeed in college 




B. INTRODUCTION 



The expansion and improvement of postsecondary education is crucial for the future 
economic well-being of the United States. As other papers prepared for the Commission 
persuasively show, the U.S. is losing ground internationally in terms of the educational 
quality of its current and projected future workforce. 1 Our high school dropout rates are 
too high and growing; our postsecondary persistence and completion rates are too low 
and declining. The limited distribution of functional literacy skills in our current 
workforce is a drag on our national productivity and economic well-being. Unless we 
develop and implement successful educational interventions, projections of our future 
workforce paint an even grimmer economic future for us. 2 As Jones and Kelly note, our 
educational pipeline is leaking everywhere. Many pieces of that pipeline need attention 
and reform. It is an urgent matter to plug various systemic leaks and improve the 
educational quality of the students coming out of the pipeline at all levels. 

This Policy Brief focuses on one of those pieces: The role of adult education in preparing 
students for success in postsecondary education. Adult education, of course, already 
contributes to postsecondary preparation in a number of ways. Adult education helps 
students prepare for and pass the General Education Development (GED) Tests, an 
equivalency credential often required or recommended for postsecondary education. 4 
New types of adult education “transition” or “bridge” programs provide students with 
enhanced skill development for college and/or orientation to and information about 
college - how to get information about colleges, apply for financial aid, complete 
application forms for admission, use online catalogs to select courses and majors, and so 
forth. These programmatic efforts should facilitate students’ transition into postsecondary 
education and attainment of two- or 4-year college degrees. 5 



*D. Jones and P. Kelly, 2007, Mounting Pressures Facing the U.S. Workforce and the Increasing Need for 
Adult Education and Literacy, paper prepared for the National Commission on Adult Literacy. A. Sum, 
2007, Forces Changing Our Nation’ s Future: The Comparative Performance of U.S. Adults and youth on 
international Literacy Assessments, the Importance of Literacy/Numeracy Proficiencies for Labor Market 
Success, and the projected outlook for Literacy Proficiencies of U.S. Adults, paper prepared for the 
National Commission on Adult Literacy. 

2 I. Kirsch, H. Braun, K. Yamamoto and A. Sum, 2007, America’s Perfect Storm: Forces Changing Our 
Nation’s Future, Princeton NJ: Educational Testing Service. 

Tones and Kelly, op. cit. 

4 Although there are other high school equivalency certifications besides the GED - such as the External 
Diploma Program and various state-specific equivalency certifications — these involve very small numbers 
of students compared to the GED and are not considered here. 

5 Most of the data sources we will use in this Brief distinguish non-degree postsecondary vocational, 
technical and business programs, which often award certificates. These prove difficult to interpret 
meaningfully in national data sources because of the high level of heterogeneity in program and provider 
characteristics. For a good discussion of this, see W.N. Grubb, 2002, Learning and Earning in the Middle - 
I: National Studies of Pre-Baccalaureate Education. Economics of Education Review, 21(4). The higher 
quality evident in some state-level data systems have enabled some analysts to examine coherently certain 
combinations of postsecondary credits and credentials, e.g., D. Prince and D. Jenkins, 2005, Building 
Pathways to Success for Low-Skill Adult Students: Lessons for Community College policy and Practice 
from a Statewide Longitudinal Tracking Study, Teachers College, Community College Research Center. 
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